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Abstract
The pmpose of this study was to investigate the benefits, restrictions, and future
implications of vocational education. Using a self developed questionnaire, eight teachers
in two south-central Virginia counties were interviewed. The data were analyzed and
placed under themes. From the data obtained it was found that these vocational and
special education teachers varied on certain areas they think are pertinent in vocational
education. Areas that differentiated focused on the value of vocational programs, or how
beneficial they are (responses of special educators emphasized this 33% and vocational
teachers 66%), and the emphasis of community based instruction as a component of
vocational education (special educators emphasized community based instruction 75% and
vocational educators 25%). Areas of concern for both groups involved funding for
vocational programs, the size of vocational classes, vocational options for the students, and
the importance of teamwork involving teachers and administration. It was found that
vocational teachers and special educators generally believe that vocational programs can be
beneficial, but with revisions and future implications could lead to a higher rate ofjob
placement for students with special needs.
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Vocational Special Education: Toe Educators' Perceptions of
Program Benefits, Restrictions, and Future Implications.

Toe transition from school to successful employment and independent living is
becoming an important consideration for school personnel. Many educators emphasize
that career exploration should begin as early as in the elementary school and continue
throughout high school with ongoing planning. In high school many special education
students are encouraged to pursue employment by participating in vocational programs.
According to Gaylord-Ross (1990), the purpose of vocational special education is to
prepare students with disabilities for the work force. Due to the focus on career
orientation, vocational special education emphasizes learning job-related skills. A primary
challenge for educators is to ensure that skills learned in a training setting will generalize to
a work setting, and that the skills will be remembered. (Gaylord-Ross, 1990).
The increase in emphasis on the special education student being prepared for the
work force has led to more in class preparation; however, it is imperative that educators
teach the student to generalize his or her work skills. Generaliz.ation refers to the ability to
perform a task in a training setting and then transfer the skills, or generalize the skills, to an
appropriate non-trained environment. According to Gaylord-Ross, it is important to make
instructional time effective. Training time should focus on tasks that will generalize to
community settings; achievement should not be based completely on tasks that can only be
performed in the classroom. Stokes and Baer (1977) emphasize that skills trained should
be those that are valued and that produce naturally available reinforcers in the environment.
Training functional skills increases the likelihood that an individual will use these skills to
gain access to what is available in the natural environment. An example of a functional
skill that may be generalizable would include teaching an individual to operate a vending
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machine. If the individual is able to operate the vending machine in order to receive an
item he/she desires, it is likely that the skill will be performed properly in different settings.
Emphasis needs to be placed on generalization of skills appropriate for individual
students. Evers and Bursuck (1993), found that special educators tend to place students
with learning disablilities in vocational education presuming that vocational training does
not require the same level of academic ability as the regular classroom. Evers and Borsuck
emphasize that this is not the case and vocational education requires competencies in
reading, writing, and especially listening skills and teachers need to refer students to
appropriate settin�.

Factors Affecting Job Success
Generalization of job skills is an important issue, but it is also important for special
education students to exhibit proper social skills while in the work environment. Social
skills training helps the student become better prepared for job searching. In addition, this
training may also help the student maintain his or her job by enhancing relations with co
workers. According to Gaylord-Ross (1990), Rusch, Schutz, and Agran (1982)
conducted a survey with employers focusing on which characteristics of employees are
important for on-the-job success. Proper social skills were found to be important to all
employers. This suggests that it is important to do a job well, but employers also find it
essential for an employee to interact appropriately within the work force. Most jobs
involved the interaction of people; therefore, it may be beneficial to provide social skills
training for students before they apply for jobs. Social skills training may entail student
interaction and expression. Role playing, videotaping, discussion and practice may help a
student understand what is appropriate in the work environment. Certain jobs require
competent social skills, such as telephone communication skills, and the student needs to be
aware of what is expected.
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Many factors are involved in the employment success of special education
students. Roessler, Brolin, and Johnson (1990) found that students with learning
disabilities are more likely to be employed after high school than students with mental
retardation; however, many of the employed students do not enter jobs that will lead to
advancement. Many educators believe that special education approaches overemphasize
functional training for adult roles such as parent/spouse or citizen. The special education
student is left unprepared for other adult responsibilities and his/her quality of life suffers.
A career education curriculum would place more emphasis on vocational training and work
exposure, leading toward a more competitive applicant for higher paying jobs. Career
education may involve the students in work programs while the student is learning about
career opportwrities, availability and expectations. Career education aims to ensure that
students enter better jobs which in turn may increase the quality of life for the employee.
In order to ensure the opportwrity for success in competitive employment for a
special education student, resources such as job agencies outside of the classroom or
training environment may be incorporated within vocational education. Prior to entering a
student into a vocational program an individualized transition program may be constructed
to aid in the transition process. According to Wehman (1990), "An individualized plan for
transition should target the individuals responsible for helping obtain the necessary services,
when they will occur, and the role of different professionals and the family planning
process. The student and teacher need to know that a planning process has begun on both
an intermediate and a long-term basis." (p. 42). The logical idea behind beginning the
transition plan early and making the plan individualized is that the instruction, goals, and
focus may be altered if needed to maintain an acceptable plan. The transition plan may be
beneficial in that it allows for advanced planning for placement in work programs in the
community. The student has the opportwrity to experience different types of work early in
his/her educational career and to decide what he/she enjoys best.
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Many educators and others involved in transitional or vocational planning have
suggested that vocational programs and transition will be more successful if the emphasis is
placed on the outcome of the student based on the implications of the program. Moon,
Diambra and Hill (1990) described an outcome-oriented transition process that was
initiated in a large urban school system in Virginia serving approximately 230 students who
were diagnosed as trainable mentally retarded and severely/profoundly handicapped. A
core team of individuals was composed of the principal, an employment specialist, the
director of mental retardation services for the city, a case manager, a counselor, a
vocational coordinator and a parent.

An

individualized transition plan was constructed by

the core team according to a checklist that included vocational placement or postsecondary
education as one of the primary components. The students' employment specialist and job
instructor sought appropriate employment for the student and job-site instruction and
continued support was provided.
Vocational Education Models
Many types of vocational education models are incorporated into curricula to
promote career education and skills. Due to the variability of available resources these
models may differ in many ways. The Supported Employment model is a form of
employment training. Although the supported employment model has typically been
provided to adults with severe disabilities, it can also be appropriate for individuals who
have had unsuccessful past employment experiences. Wisniewski, Alper, and Schloss
(1991) emphasize that the supported employment program can be beneficial in high
school. One important component of the supported employment model includes the
individual who has commonly been termed the job coach. This individual may provide the
necessary support by matching the student to an appropriate job as well as by providing
employment options for the student to experience during secondary school. Also, the job
coach may analyze the work site, and provide assistance while visiting the individual on the
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job. The job coach can be a team member who is willing to dedicate time outside of the
educational setting during school and after graduation. The job coach can be a specialist or
an individual who is knowledgeable of what is available, appropriate, and entitled to the
student.
The effectiveness of special education programs may be shown in the quality of life
of its graduates. Unfortunately there are high unemployment rates among graduates of
special education programs. New employment training options,however, have come into
practice in special education and vocational training. Many of these programs permit all
students training options that help lead to employment. Vocational programs commonly
place emphasis on the on-site training a student experiences. Two models introduced by
Wisniewski, Alper, and Schloss (1991) are the train-and-place and the place-and-train
models. These models are commonly used in career education and training programs due
to the emphasis placed on necessary independent living skills. Previous exposure to career
development plays a role in the use of these models as they assume that the individual has
been experiencing job-readiness skills throughout their education. The two models
basically follow their titles. The train-and-place model involves school training prior to
placement, and the place-and-train model provides on the job orientation and training.
Different approaches to vocational instruction have been established. Although the
programs are primarily composed of the same goals, how the program is integrated into the
educational career of the student may vary. The Designated Vocational Instruction (DVI)
approach, for example, is an approach used m Wisconsin. This program consists of
special educators and vocational educators working together to help students with
disabilities learn vocational skills. Hazelkom and Lombard (1991) emphasize that this
program has unique benefits including the use of instructional support. Under the DVI
approach, the special education teacher provides instructional support to both students and
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vocational instructors. This method of cooperation and teamwork has been termed
collaborative teaching and may benefit the student as well as the vocational instructor.
The DVI approach allows the special educator to provide support to students in
many ways. The special education teacher is in a comfortable setting to share knowledge
of helpful teaching techniques and fair grading procedures. Also, sharing of behavior
management techniques and lesson plans can be beneficial. Vocational instructors may not
be trained in working with students with disabilities which may add to the benefits of
collaborative teaching. Hazelkom and Lombard (1991) believe that collaboration benefits
both teachers and students. Through indirect instructional support special educators have
increased the willingness on the part of vocational educators to attempt learning strategies
that may aid the students with disabilites in their classrooms.
Transitional Planning
Transition experiences combined with vocational training may become the basis for
career objectives for many students with disabilities. This transitional process allows the
student to participate actively in decision making, and provides the student with
opportunities to experience areas of interest before deciding on permanent placement.
Wisniewski, Alper, and Schloss (1991) stress the importance of participation on the
student's part in the decision making process. It is imperative to match the students'
interests and ability to the work setting and expectations. To aid in proper decision making
throughout the student's educational career Wisniewski et al. found that assessment and
objectives on the IEP could lead to successful transition. In this area teachers may include
the opinion of a transition specialist to ensure proper placement. Wisniewski,Alper, and
Schloss (1991) provided in summary that a key aspect to a successful plan is the
assessment process. Throughout the transitional experience the student needs to be
continuously assessed based on a functional curriculum that supports work oriented goal
setting.
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Assessing the program and student throughout the transition period is crucial in
that changes can be made throughout the process. Support provided for the student by
family, administration, guidance counselors, and teachers is crucial during this transition
period. In many school systems a team of individuals is formed to aid in the planning.
According to Steere, Wood, Rancsofar, and Rucker (1993) the team members may consist
of representatives from adult service agencies. These individuals begin to develop a set of
goals that will result in the development of employment skills. Teachers play an important
role in the transition planning process and help the student aim at what is in the best interest
for the student. The teacher-student association may be the strongest one for many
students. In many cases the student has spent the most time with the teacher and
presenting concerns to the teacher may be the easiest outlet.

Many educators believe that

teachers should be willing to participate in the growth of their students. This participation
may involve time outside of the classroom dedicated to contacting agencies, employers. and
other educators who may have input pertaining to the transition program.
Encouragement and determination on behalf of the support team has been shown
to be effective in the success of student learning. Hazel.kom and Lombard (1991) found
that teachers are dedicated to the goal of success for their students. Due to the lack of
excess time in the school day, the educators in the DVI program have begun meeting on
their own time to devise plans. Hazelkom and Lombard (1991) found that special
education teachers believe that their dedication has shown rewards. Vocational teachers
play an important role in the latter part of the education of a special needs student. Minner
(1982) conducted a study to examine the expectations of secondary vocational teachers
toward mainstreamed handicapped children labeled educable mentally retarded and
learning disabled. The three areas Minner considered were the teachers' initial perceptions
of the academic potential of handicapped students, the behavioral and social potential of
handicapped students, and their own ability to work with students of varying handicapped
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backgrounds. The overall results showed that when a student was labeled the teacher's
expecatations lowered. Vocational education teachers, however, perceive academic and
behavioral abilities of disabled students very differently. Lindy McDaniel (1982) focused
on problems associated with placing handicapped students into regular programs. She
found that only 3% of all vocational education teachers had completed courses on the
special needs of handicapped students. In addition, it was found that vocational instructors
are often reluctant to accept handicapped students in regular classroom settings, even when
special accommodations are not needed. The teachers' lack of training may account for
their generally negative attitudes toward handicapped students.
Transition planning and curriculum planning such as vocational placement is based
on student input in many situations. Many educators believe that the student can have a big
effect on what the outcome is for a vocational program and that the student should be
actively involved in the planning process. The student's preferences regarding job choice,
living arrangements and many other considerations are incorporated into the plan.
According to Wehman (1990), there is a need for a more formal mechanism to plan for
meaningful and continuous student input in the planning process. School curriculum plans,
individualized education plans, or rehabilitation plans do not emphasize student choice as a
primary factor. Overall, teacher and counselor attitudes do not emphasize the concern for
student choice and input. Although the student is largely responsible for histher own
success, it is beneficial to have supportive friends and family. In many instances the
student may not have the support of friends and/or family, and this is where the
cooperation and support of school personnel may be effective.
A critical factor involved when assessing vocational special education is to consider
future implications. A one year follow up of 59 special education students throughout
four school districts was conducted by Roessler, Brolin, and Johnson (1990) focusing on
employment status and the quality of life of the special education students. The results
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from the study supported the following conclusions matched with the authors suggested
implications: Students tended to seek work through the se1£1family/:friend network;
therefore, it is important for vocational education to offer alternatives to the
self/family/friend network and provide information for those students who do not seek
placement through this route. Employment specialists and job coaches need to provide
support and ideas. Also, it was found that students entered the work force in low paying,
part-time services and clerical positions. Although these positions are desirable, it is
important for students to seek employment in positions that will be supportive and
appropriate. Schools need formal structures for preparing students for higher paying jobs
in the community by providing technical classes and on-the-job training that could be
sponsored by local industries.
Vocational and transition programs are attempting to increase the chances for
students with disabilities to enter competitive employment. Appropriate concerns and ideas
of all persons involved in the student's educational career need to be incorporated into the
transition plan. School personnel and administrators need to focus on expanding
vocational programs and integrating new strategies to increase the success rate of the
students in the work force.
Statement of P:umose
The literature suggests that the transition from school to successful employment is
the primary goal of vocational education. While these programs lead many students to job
placement after graduation, problems such as generalizability, and lack of available
positions. need to be considered. Therefore, the purpose of this study was to determine the
Special Educators' and Vocational Educators' perceptions of vocational education benefits,
restrictions, and future implications. It was hypothesized that special education and
vocational teachers value vocational education but do not think that vocational programs
are currently providing adequate job prerequisites before graduation.
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Ylethod
Design
A structured interview was conducted individually with the eight participants on the
teachers' work site. The subjects responded orally to the questionnaire while responses
recorded on tape. Participants in the study maintained anonymity and all information was
held confidential.
Participants
Eight secondary-level teachers, consisting of four Special Education teachers and
four Vocational Education teachers, were selected from two rural counties in south-central
Virginia. The Special Education and Vocational teachers had one or more students with
behavioral problems and/or learning disabilities, or mental retardation, enrolled in a
Vocational Education program at the time of the study.
Procedures
Permission was granted through the board of education in both counties through a
letter of inquiry (see Appendix B). A self-developed questionnaire (see Appendix A)was
used to conduct individual interviews with the subjects at their convenience and on their
worksite, while an audiocassette recorder recorded the oral responses. The audiotapes
were destroyed promptly after responses were transcribed and then analyzed.
Data ,l\nalysis
Demographic information was obtained from the participants and presented in
discussion. Themes found in the responses were analyzed and inter-rater reliability was
computed. Comparisons were made between the vocational teacher and special education
teacher respones.
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Results
Eight secondary- level teachers consisting of four vocational and four special
education teachers were selected from two south-central Virginia counties. The vocational
teachers had special education students in their classes and the special education teachers
had students enrolled in vocational education at the time of the study.
Subie ct One. Subject one was a female Special Education teacher who had taught

Educable Mentally Handicapped students as well as students with a variety of disabilities
for fifteen years. She holds a Virginia teaching certificate in Leaming Disabilities,and
Mental Retardation.
Suq,iect Two. Subject two was a male who had been teaching Vocational

Education for eight years. He had no previous training with special education students and
had no certification in any special education areas. He has taught a variety of Vocational
skills including Agriculture, and classes involving machinery and construction skills.

Sukiect Three. Subject three, a female Special Education teacher, has taught
Educable Mentally Retarded, and Learning Disabled students for sixteen years. She is
certified in Mental Retardation, and Learning Disabilities.
Subiect Four.

Subject four, a male Vocational Education teacher, has taught

Vocational Agriculture for eighteen years.
Subiect Five. Subject five, a female Special Education teacher, has been teaching

for twenty-three years in Learning Disabled and Educable Mentally Retarded classrooms.
He holds a Virginia teaching certificate in Emotional Disturbance, Learning Disabilities,
and Mental Retardation.
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Sub;ect Si-c. Subject six. a female certified in �,Iental Retardation and Leaming
Disabilities, had spent 20 years teacrung Special Education and had been teaching
Vocational Education for the ldSt two years.
Sub;ect Seven. Subject seven, a female Vocational teacher certified in home
economics, had been teaching for seven years in a home economics class at the time of the
study.
Subiect Ei�ht. Subject eight, a male Special Education teacher certified in Mental
Retardation and Leaming Disabilities had been teaching for eleven years.
A table of questions was used (see Appendix A) in order to assure that all subjects
responded to the same questions. Underlying themes from the transcribed responses were
analyzed by the researcher. The transcribed material and list of themes were presented in
random order to two raters who placed the responses under corresponding themes. Inter
rater reliability was calculated by the total numer of agreements divided by total number of
agreements plus disagreements, equalling 97%.
Themes, or commonalities mentioned in responses , fell under the following six
areas of concern for each subject: teamwork is essential for the success of vocational
programs; smaller numbers of students enrolled in vocational classes is beneficial; lack of
funding is problematic for vocational programs; there are not enough options for the
students for placement; vocational programs are beneficial for students; community based
instruction needs to be incorporated into the vocational classes and programs.
Responses analyzed totaled 29, repeated responses by the same participant were not
included or characterized under the themes. The responses analyzed were placed under
the themes, or domains, (see Tables 1-6) and three differences in opinion existed between
the vocational and special education teachers. Special educators and vocational teachers
differed in number of responses under the domain of vocational education is beneficial
(vocational teachers n= 66%, and special education teachers n= 33%), there are not enough
placement options (vocational teachers n= 42% and special education teachers n= 57%), and
need for community based assessment (vocational teachers n==25% and special education
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teachers= 75%). Under the domains of funding is problematic, team work is essential, and
small group of students is beneficiai the special education teachers and vocational teachers
had the same percentage of responses.
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Discussion
The results of this study support the hypothesis that vocational education teachers
and special education teachers value special education but find that such programs need
improvement. Vocational education was found generally to be beneficial, however, many
programs need to be revised in order to prepare students adequately for careers after
graduation.
Since this study took place in two small counties results may not be generalized to
all vocational programs. However, many of the commonalities found in the responses may
be present in larger samples. It was assumed that the participants were truthful in their
responses, opinions, and suggestions.
The results of this study are consistent with the opinions and outcomes of
Roessler,Brolin, and Johnson (1990) concerning implications through the community and
school program structure that will strengthen the success of vocational education.
However, due to the small sample of this study (n= 8) the results do not represent exact
information that pertains to all vocational programs. It is recommended that studies
continue to focus on the success of vocational education and implications that may lead to
the success of students with special needs.
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Appendix A
Table of Questions
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Questionnaire
1. How many years have you been teaching Special Education/Vocational Education?
2. What type of certification do you have?
3. Do you think students who are receiving Special Education services with severe
behavior disorders will behave better if they also receive Vocational Education?
4. Do you think students with learning disabilities (including mild :rvlR) will benefit more
from vocational education than from the traditional school program (s)?
5. What do you think is the key to a successful Vocational Education Program?
6. Do you think many options for vocational placement in schools today are appropriate
for your students? (such as a cafeteria worker)
7. Do you think there are enough vocational options for your Special Education students?
8. Do you think Vocational programs will lead your students to job placement after
graduation?
9. What would you change about Vocational training or programs for your students?
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Suzanne V. Pruess
705 Oak Street Apt. F.
Fannville, Va. 23901
(804) 392-4870
Dear Sir/Madame:
I am a Longwood College student currently enrolled in the Special Education Masters
program. For my thesis proposal, I am focusing on the perceptions of educators regarding
the value and success of vocational programs. I hope to uncover what many special and
vocational educators think the benefits, restrictions, and future implications may be for
special education students participating in vocational education. A table of questions will
be used during an interview to assess the educator's perceptions. A tape recorder will be
used as a recording device in order to assure that responses are recorded accurately. Please
consider participating in this study, you and your responses are assured confidentiality and
anonymity. Audiotapes will be destroyed promptly after responses have been analyzed.
Thank you,
Suzanne V. Pruess
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Suzanne V. Pruess
705 Oak Street Apt. F
Farmville, Va. 23901
(804) 392-4870
Attn: School Administrative Office

Dear Sir/Madame:
I am a Longwood College student currently enrolled in the Special Education Masters
program. I am writing to your school administrative office requesting pennission that I
may conduct research in your school division. For my thesis proposal, I am focusing on
the perceptions of educators regarding the value and success of vocational programs. I
hope to uncover what many special and vocational educators think the benefits, restrictions,
and future implications may be for special education students participating in vocational
education. 'Ibis information would be attained through individual interviews conducted
with the subjects on a one-on-one basis. A table of questions would be used to assure that
all participants respond to the same questions, and a tape recorder would be present in
order to record responses accurately. All participants and their responses are assured
confidentiality and anonymity. The audiotapes will be destroyed promptly after responses
have been analyzed. Please consider granting pennission for me to conduct interviews
within your school division.

Thank you,

Suzanne V. Pruess
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Tables
Themes and Responses
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Table 1
Domam One: Teamwork is essential for the success of vocational education

I. We need to allow the students to have more time to dedicate to their choice of trade or
skill and support this with team teaching.
2. You need the special education teacher, the vocational education teacher and rm going
to kick in the administration to make it a team effort.
3. The only way that this could really work (vocational special education) would be if a
special education teacher was in the vocational classroom.
4. More team effort would increase the motivation of the students, the more support they
have from a team of teachers, administration or whoever, the more secure they would feel
in their efforts.
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Table 2
Domain Two: Smaller numbers of students in each class is beneficial for vocational
education

1. Developing programs where there would be smaller numbers of students in the
classroom may be beneficial for the behavior problems.
2. Smaller numbers of students in the classroom is better because of safety reasons, a large
number of students would not be safe with machinery.
3. Focus on individual needs.
4. Teachers need to be able to give each student invidual instruction and attention.
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Table 3
Domain 1bree: Lack of Funding is Problematic for vocational education
1. I would like to see more than one instructor in the classroom but I don't see it happening
because of lack of funding.
2. I always wish we had more money!
3. There just isn't enough money to please all of the student's interests.
4. If we had more money in our budget we could expand and have more options.
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Table 4
Domain Four: There are not enough options in vocational education
1. We need to provide the training of the skills and then take them out to the work site and
then follow up on how they arc doing, we do not have the options here, there are not
enough options and they are only appropriate for some students, not all.
2. I would like to see our program expand, It's like a dumping ground, and there is no
place for them to go, we need to find more places where they can excel.
3. It is difficult to get the students motivated when they know there just aren't a lot of
places to go.
4. There aren't many places for the students to work.
5. Offering more courses or vocational classes that the students are interested would help.
6. I would like to see more options.
7. Vocational training is helpful for the special needs kids, especially those on a higher
levei but it is hard to find those with more learning difficulties places to go.
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Table 5
Domain Five: Vocational programs are generally beneficial

1. Many of my students have been working on grouds keeping skills, and they are happy
doing this , I think that the programs are helpful.
2. They (the students) need vocational education. I tell my kids no one is going to ask you
the parts of speech to something or to identify a nowi, but someone may ask you what kind
of training you have had and they need to know that.
3. I have found that the students I have worked with personnally have done vexy well with
the vocational training.
4. Vocational programs have helped many of my students in the past.
5. Vocational classes and programs focus on what will really benefit the student in the
future.
6. I think that many of the programs help, if the students do not find a job in the same
skill that their vocational training was in they may find the skills they learned useful in some
manner on another job.
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Table 6
Domain Six: Corrummity based instruction is an important component of vocational
education

1. We need more community based instruction, okay they have the basics of the skill, now
let's go out and practice it! I think they could get a job that way, right now they are having
a hard time finding employment.
2. More involvement in the community, more time dedicated to this outside of school not
just in school.
3. We as teachers, need to get our students out in the community and help them utilize
their skills and talents.
4. Vocational programs should focus on one goal...employment. fu order to follow
through with this goal we need to involve the community and be aware of what it offers.
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Table 7
Percentage rates of responses from vocational and special educators' under each theme.
Vocational
Teachers

Special Education
Teachers

1. Teamwork is essential.

50%

50%

2. A smaller number of students is beneficial
for the vocational programs.

50%

50%

3. Lack of funding for vocational education is
problematic.

50%

4. There are not enough options for students.

42%

57%

5. Vocati.onal programs/classes are beneficial.

66%

33%

6. Community based instruction is an important
component of vocational education.

25%

75%

